






























“The outlaw stance is patently anti-social, although most Angels, as 

individuals, are naturally social creatures. The contradiction is deep-rooted and 

has parallels on every level of American society. Sociologists call it 

‘alienation’ … It is a sense of being cut off .. of whatever society one was 

presumably meant to be a part of … The so-called American Way begins to 

seem like a dyke made of cheap cement, with many more leaks than the law 

has fingers to plug. America has been breeding mass anomie since the end of 

the Second World War. It is not a political thing, but the sense of new realities, 






Tom Wolfe, in his anthology New Journalism, argues for a form of journalism which 

employs literary devices. According to Wolfe, there is no reason why the voice of the 

narrator in journalism or non-fiction should obey a “century old British tradition in 

which it was understood that the narrator shall assume a calm, cultivated and, in fact, 

genteel voice” (31) and “[T]here is no law that says the narrator has to speak in beige 

or even New York journalese” (32). Certainly, there are disadvantages to the 

traditional, detached form of journalism which Wolfe resists against, the major one 

being that it creates a form of journalism without aesthetic qualities. Wolfe has 

trouble understanding why only the novelist and the short story writer should be 

allowed a place in the literary scene: “There was no room for a journalist unless he 

was there in the role of would-be novelist or simple courtier of the great. There was 

no such thing as a literary journalist working for popular magazines or newspapers” 

(The New Journalism 21). Wolfe names four techniques that the New Journalist 

makes use of: “1) Scene by scene construction and “resorting as little to historical 

narrative as possible. 2) Recording realistic dialogue in full. 3) Making use of the 

third-person point of view … and shifting in points of view  4) The recording of 

everyday gestures, habits manners, customs styles of furniture, clothing, decoration … 

and other symbolic details that might exist within the scene” (47). By employing these 

techniques, Wolfe envisions a bright future for the literary journalist:

“What interested me was not simply the discovery that it was possible to
	
write accurate non-fiction with techniques usually associated with novels and

short stories. It was that – plus. It was the discovery that it was possible in 

non-fiction, in journalism, to use any literal device, from the traditional 

dialogisms of the essay to stream-of-consciousness, and to use many different 





The last bit of the above statement is what New Journalists have in common: 

in traditional journalism the narrator recedes into the background and remains aloof 

from the events he is describing, in order to create the illusion of objectivity. Thus, the 

text aims to appeal to the reader’s intelligence and not to his emotions. However, such 

a method has major disadvantages: because the journalist remains distanced from its 

subject, the reader is forced to do so as well. Because the form of the article is not 

correspondent with its content, the reader will experience roughly the same intensity 

of emotion when reading about a tragedies in a war zone as in an article on the birth 

of a baby elephant. Wolfe argues that this method has little to do with objectivity and 

that it is more a question of “style” (31). While this may or may not be true in his own 

writing, other New Journalists, notably Hunter Thompson, have little pretence of 

objectivity. Especially in political coverage Thompson flaunts his subjectivity and for 

example openly admits his own political views while covering the elections of 1972: 

“The .. problem had to do with my natural out-front bias in favor of the McGovern 

candidacy – which was not a problem at first … but when he miraculously emerged as 

the front-runner I found myself in a very uncomfortable position” (208). 

The question arises whether objectivity is even possible in journalism, 

especially political journalism. If, like Schopenhauer holds, reality is the 

“objectification of the individual’s will” (The World as Will and Representation), 

objectivity in journalism might be a farce. This is further complicated by politicians 

who make a conscious effort, through for example media training, to influence our 

perception of them. Besides, the reader brings its own frame of reference and 

subjectivity to a text, causing the possibility of multiple interpretations of one text. 

Therefore, the problem lies not only with the flawed perception of the journalist, but 

also with the perception of the journalist’s representation of reality. Objective 

journalism ignores this problem altogether by focusing on “facts.” In political 

coverage, this attempt seems even more futile, since newspapers have political 

affiliations and are aware that their readership has certain expectations about the 

content of the newspaper. This is not to say that newspapers are no more than 

propaganda organs for political parties, for newspapers will traditionally strife for a 

certain balance by presenting both sides of the argument. However, in the case of 

Thompson the failure of the press to properly cover important events in American 

history, most notably the rise of the Hell’s Angels, the riots surrounding the 

Democratic convention in Chicago of 1968, the civil rights movement and the 

Watergate scandal prove an important factor to resort to subjective journalism 

and fiction. Not only do these matters largely make up the content of his work, but 

they also have a significant influence on its form. The “fear and loathing” Thompson 

experiences is caused largely by living in what he perceives to be a society which has 

fascist’s characteristics and in turn accounts for his more subjective style of 

journalism. Unlike Wolfe, who argues that New Journalism should strive for 

objectivity, Thompson advocates a blatantly subjective style. This is because Wolfe 

advocates New Journalism out of literary motives, while Thompson’s style is 

motivated largely by political considerations. It is interesting to observe that 

Thompson is not the only person to compare the behavior of politicians, the police 

and the media in the seventies and late sixties to the methods of fascists: Norman 

Mailer, but also prominent scholars from the Frankfurt School, mainly Theodor 

Adorno and Max Horkheimer, were writing pieces on similar lines. It is beyond my 

ability or goal to say whether or not they the society these people lived in had 

indeed a fascistic character. Instead, the aim of this thesis is to show that it was this 

sentiment, otherwise called “fear and loathing,” which inspired Thompson to write in 

his unique, subjective style of prose journalism which ultimately led to the creation of 

“gonzo journalism.” Through contrasting Thompson’s work with that of his 

contemporaries in multiple disciplines, such as visual art, film makers, fellow 

journalists and writers, literary critics, but also philosophers and sociologists, I hope 

to elucidate the feelings of paranoia which are so prominently represented in 












“It was not a fear of being beaten or jailed, but the slow-rising shock of suddenly understanding that it was no longer a matter of Explaining my Position. These bastards knew my position, and they wanted to beat me anyway.” Explains the impact of Chicago 1968 (Kingdom of Fear 80)









So far surprisingly few satisfactory definitions of gonzo journalism have been 

provided by critics. Defining gonzo is difficult, because it is a broad concept which is 

nevertheless not applicable to all of Thompson’s work. Furthermore, assimilation of 

the term into popular culture has ensured a widespread use of it, although in many 

cases it is not clear which characteristics apply to the style. Frequently, such as in the 

case of Hell’s Angels, the term is misused or applied to mere participatory journalism. 

Since gonzo is a distortion of the realistic mode of writing, my hope is that an 

examination shall shed new light on Thompson’s creative use of subjectivity 

While Thompson himself gives a description of the technique in The Great 

Shark Hunt, it is impractical to simply take the writer at his word in this case. Typical  

for Thompson’s style, instead of making a clear statement, he provides a description. 

In addition, writers are not the best critics of their own work, for obvious reasons.     

Although Thompson was practicing his own style of New Journalism, which 

he called “impressionistic journalism,” before he had heard of Wolfe, the latter had a 

definite influence on him. They corresponded through letters, in which Wolfe 

introduced him to the concept of New Journalism and when Thomson finished Fear 

and Loathing in Las Vegas, he sent Wolfe a copy to review and edit. The resemblance 

between Thompson's journalistic work and that of Tom Wolfe is in many ways 

obvious: both spent long hours getting to know their subject and use their own 

experiences and emotions as a frame of reference for the story. Also, the four 

techniques that Wolfe describes in his introduction to New Journalism, (see 

introduction) abound in Thompson's journalism. Furthermore, both writers prefer a 

performative style of journalism wherein the journalist’s interpretation of the 

experience serves as feeding ground for the story. The journalist is both observer and 

participant, and the events described are subordinate in importance compared to the 

result these events have on the writer himself. Thompson’s idea is to physically 

introduce the narrator into the scene, instead of  having him recede into the 

background, like a formless entity:  

“My idea was to buy a fat notebook and record the whole thing, as it happened 

- without editing ... That way ... the eye & mind of the journalist would be 

functioning as a camera. The writing would be selective and necessarily 

interpretive. True gonzo reporting needs the talents of a master journalist, the 

eye of an artist/ photographer and the heavy balls of an actor. Because the 

writer must be a participant in the scene, while he's writing it - or at least 

taping it, or even sketching it.” (The Great Shark Hunt 114) 

So far, Thompson resembles Wolfe strongly, despite of his harsh and unnecessarily 

rude criticism of Wolfe in The Great Shark Hunt. Although Thompson admired 

Wolfe’s literary achievements, he disliked his conservatism: 

“Wolfe’s problem is that he’s too crusty to participate in his own stories. The 

people he feels comfortable with are dull as stale dogshit, and the people who 

seem to fascinate him as a writer are so weird that they make him nervous. 

The only thing new and unusual about Wolfe’s journalism is that he’s an 

abnormally good reporter. The only reason Wolfe is ‘new’ is because William 

Randoplh Hearst bent the spine of American journalism very badly when it 

was just getting started. All Tom Wolfe did ... was to figure out .. that ... his 

only hope was to make it on his own terms: by being good in the classical – 

rather than in the contemporary - sense, and by being the kind of journalist that 

the American print media honor mainly in the breach. Or, failing that, at the 

funeral. Like Stephen Crane, who couldn’t even get a copyboy's job on today's 

New York Times” (116/ 117). 

Part of this criticism is really a compliment in disguise, for Wolfe is doing something 

the American media should have done long ago: striving to tell the reader an 

honest story, instead of complying with conventions which make it more difficult to 

do so. The reference to Hearst and his influence on American journalism alludes to his 

style of “yellow journalism,” sensationalist stories of dubious quality, and serves to 

contrast that style with Wolfe’s reporting. 

What Wolfe and Thompson have in common is that they both envelop the 

reader in the story by using their own experiences and use literary techniques to create 

aesthetically pleasing journalism which can “excite the reader both intellectually and 

emotionally” (The New Journalism 28). Furthermore, both writers disregard 

conventions of journalism which they perceive to have a negative effect on the 

reading experience and share a mutual interest for reporting on America’s 

countercultures. However, they part company when it comes to realism and 

objectivity. Wolfe envisions a literary journalism, which nevertheless still aims at 

objectivity: “This [New Journalism] had nothing to do with objectivity and 

subjectivity or taking a stand or ‘commitment’ – it was a matter of … style” (The New 

Journalism 31). Thompson however, makes no claims of objectivity, in fact his texts 

flaunt their subjectivity, for objective realism does not serve his purposes. His goal is 

to convey his experience of “fear and loathing” to the reader and he finds that 

classical realism does not offer adequate means to capture paranoia-inspiring structure 

which is  the heart of the American psyche. Therefore, he turns to his brand of 

distorted realism, gonzo, wherein the writer captures the element of horror in a scene 

and magnifies it. 

In order to properly understand Thompson’s style it is useful to turn to the 

work of Ralph Steadman, one of the few illustrators Thompson felt that had mastered 

the gonzo technique. According to Thompson, one of Steadman’s best artistic 

qualities is his “fine, raw sense of horror” (The Great Shark Hunt 120): because 

Steadman is British, he is still shocked at aspects of American life which Thompson 

“takes for granted” (120). But perhaps equally important as their mutual “sense 

of horror,” both artists have shared ideas about the relationship between art and 

reality. What follows is an excerpt of an interview on Steadman: 

“Ed: Who would you compare him to in the history of art? … 

HST: George Grosz, I guess. That's who I think of right away. And 

...Hogarth... or maybe Pat Oliphant today ...

Ed: Do you think he’s given us an accurate portrait of America? 

HST: … yes, there's an element of reality, even in Ralph's most grotesque 

drawings. He catches things. Using a sort of venomous, satirical approach, he 

exaggerates two or three things that horrify him in a scene ... And you can say 

that these people didn't look exactly like that, but when you look at them again 

it seems pretty damn close. All the cops in the Vegas hotel lobby are wearing 

the same plaid Bermuda shorts, and they're uglier than any group of mutants 

you’d see at a bad insane asylum ... But I look back on that scene and I know 

they weren’t much different, really. They ... weren’t all crazy and dangerous 

looking - but he caught the one or two distinguishing characteristics among 

them: the beady eyes, burr haircuts, weasel teeth, beer bellies. If you 

exaggerate those four characteristics, you get a pretty grizzly drawing.

Ed: He is a realist then ...HST: Oh yes. By way of exaggeration and selective 

grotesque. His view of reality is not entirely normal. Ralph sees through the 

glass very darkly. He doesn't merely render a scene, he interprets it, from his 

own point of view.” (The Great Shark Hunt 127)

The key word here is “interprets.” In gonzo journalism, it is no longer the artist’s  

intention to present a coherent rendering of reality, instead, he sets out to write the 

experience of reality. Thus, the artist’s mood becomes the key factor in the 

representation. The result is stream-of-consciousness reporting, wherein the writer 

himself is the protagonist and his experiences serve as a frame of reference for the 

reader. No longer the writer makes any claim of objectivity, instead the reader 






The drawing of the Las Vegas hotel Lobby as printed in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas on page 112/113.

A good example of the technique is the scene in Fear and Loathing in Las 

Vegas where Duke and Dr. Gonzo attend a police congress on drug users. During this 

congress they attend a reading by a drug expert, called Dr. Bloomquist. He is the 

author of the book Marijuana, an extremely biased piece of pseudo-scientific anti-

drug propaganda, which describes in exaggerated terms both the culture and the 

effects of marijuana. Clearly, he is a scaremonger making a living of the paranoid 

epidemic which was spreading through Cold War American at the time: “He [the 

marijuana user] may enter a motor vehicle and with ‘teashades’ (dark sunglasses worn 

because of the dilated pupils) over his handicapped eyes and with impaired reflexes he 

may plow through a crowd of pedestrians” (Marijuana. Social Benefit or Social 

Detriment? 348). Bloomquist also quotes researchers who find that: 

“the marijuana user… is usually 20 to 30 years of age, idle and lacking 

in initiative ,with a history of repeated frustrations and deprivations, sexually 

maladjusted (often homosexual) who seeks distraction, escape and sometimes 

conviviality by smoking the drug. He almost uniformly has major personality 

defects and is often psychopathic (349). 

In Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, Bloomquist’s remarks are imagined to inspire 

police memos that read: 

“KNOW YOUR DOPE FIEND.YOUR LIFE MAY DEPEND ON IT! You 

will not be able to see his eyes because of Tea-Shades, but his knuckles will 

be white from inner tension and his pants will be crusted with semen from 

constantly jacking off when he can’t find a rape victim. He will stagger and 

babble when questioned. He will not respect your badge. The Dope Fiend

fears nothing. He will attack, for no reason, with every weapon at his 

command – including yours. BEWARE. Any officer apprehending a suspected 

marijuana addict should use all necessary force immediately. One stitch in 

time (on him) will usually save nine on you. Good luck.” (139)


The above example is a classical example of Thompson’s approach. He, as it were, 

zooms in on the horror of the scene. The result is a parody, which repeats in the 

register of 1950’s U.S. Armed Forces training Bloomquist’s paranoia-inspiring 

message. The “KNOW YOUR DOPE FIEND” opening is entirely appropriate, 

because it symbolizes how once the American people were being scared by an 

external enemy (the Russians), and now it is looking for the enemy within its own 

borders, namely the non-complacent youths. Thompson’s parody still has truth value 

since Bloomquist’s words are twisted in order to reveal the prejudiced and 

dehumanizing character of his message. The reader, being informed of the fact that 

Thompson is intoxicated during the moment of perception and familiar with his style 

of writing, knows that he is not presented an exact representation of reality, but an 

account of what the event feels like to the writer. 
	   
Gonzo journalism is necessarily performative journalism, since the technique 

depends on the writer’s experience of the event, or to be more accurate, on the 

writer’s perception of his own experience. Therefore it cannot be written from behind 

a desk far away from the scene described or be based upon press releases: the author 

needs to know its subject intimately. Related to this is the aspect of immediacy. Like

Steadman, who draws and sketches on the scene, Thompson would write down his 

experiences as soon as possible, usually without editing his texts. In order to preserve 

this kind of immediacy, Thompson makes use of notebooks and especially tape 

recorders. More than any technology available at the time, the tape recorder offered 

the opportunity to record one’s thought almost immediately. Furthermore, for a writer 

doing a significant portion of his reporting in inebriated condition, one can imagine it 

to be a helpful addition to his short term memory. Significant portions of Hell's 

Angels and Fear in Loathing in Las Vegas, wherein entire chapters are simply 

transcripts of recorded dialogue, spring from tape recordings: the aim is to record the 

action while it is taking place. The journalist’s goal no longer is to show how his 

experiences fit into the greater scheme of things, but to provide a personal account of 

what it was like to be at a certain place at a certain time. He does not provide 

additional information which might help the reader understand the big picture or 

dictates to the reader how he should interpret a certain experience, as shows from 

Thompson’s explanation of his methods for recording the 1972 election campaign: 


“My aim was to essentially record the reality of an incredible volatile 

presidential campaign while it was happening: from an eye in the eye of the 

hurricane, as it were, and there is no way to do that without rejecting the 

luxury of hindsight. So this is more a jangled campaign diary than a record or 

reasoned analysis ... What I would like to preserve here is a kind of high-speed 

cinematic reel-record of what the campaign was like at the time, not what the 






Interestingly, the above statement, with its pun un on “eye” and “I” and “reel” and 

“real,” echoes visions expressed by film makers of the “Cinema Verité” and the 

“Direct Cinema” schools. In accordance with New Journalism, these schools also 

sought to provide the public with a less manufactured, more natural version of reality. 

In fact, New Journalism and Cinema Verité share a lot of characteristics which are 

clearly not coincidental. Although Cinema Verité was obviously made possible by 

major technological improvements in camera equipment, most importantly the 

possibility to record sound and imagery at the same time, it also clear that journalists 

and film makers do not live in a vacuum, and both schools were attempting to meet 

demands for a more democratic, transparent method of reaching the public. 

One example that begs comparison is that of Robert Drew’s documentary 

Primary, which covers the 1960 Presidential campaign in Wisconsin between the 

Democratic candidates Hubert Humphrey and John F. Kennedy. Although, as critics 

have pointed out, Primary fails to meet several standards set by Robert Drew himself 

(“Realism as a Style in Cinema Verite: A Critical Analysis of ‘Primary”’30), the film

represents a revolutionary breakthrough in documentary film the style of which 

resembles Thompson’s approach in significant ways. Drew aims to makes the viewer 

aware that it is watching a film, instead of what Adorno calls a “continuation of 

reality.” He draws attention to his own devices by using a handheld camera instead of 

a tripod, resulting in sometimes shaky imagery, instead of the, less obtrusive, steady 

image, provided by tripod cameras. Other techniques are zooming in and out during 

speeches, filming while moving and using multiple camera shots during the same 

event, to signal to the viewer that there are, literally, multiple possible points of 

view. Thus, the public becomes aware that it is watching only what the cameraman 

allows him to see. In other words, Drew’s version of Direct Cinema makes the viewer 

(more) aware of its subjectivity. Furthermore, the documentary was considered 

revolutionary in the respect that it focus lies further than that which Daniel Boorstin 

called “pseudo events” (American Culture and Society Since the 1930’s 160). 

Boorstin describes such an event as follows:

	“1) It is not spontaneous, but comes about because someone has planned, 





2) It is planned primarily (not always exclusively) for the immediate purpose 

of being reported or reproduced. Therefore, its occurrence is arranged for the 

convenience of the reporting or reproducing media. (American Culture and 

Society Since the 1930’s 160)   

The advantage of covering more than just pseudo-events is obvious: it offers the 

possibility to record what politicians might not want to show the public and allows for 

a more personal approach to reporting. As !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! puts it: ““Truth no 

longer lies in seeming to ‘give a good performance …  but in seizing the individual 

unawareness, rather as you may discover the real face of a woman in the early 

morning on the pillow beside you” (“Realism as a Style in Cinema Verite: Critical 

Analysis of ‘Primary’” 24). Such descriptions clearly remind of Thompson’s style of 

reporting who frequently did not attend press conferences, because he viewed them 

merely as “speeches for journalists to write about” (The Great Shark Hunt 207) and 

who strove to prevent politicians “slipping through the cracks of objective journalism” 

(“He was a Crook”). Furthermore, Drew also disregards conventions which dictate 

That the journalist should interpret for the reader, such as the voice over and what he 

calls himself in an interview a “lecture-style of reporting”( Cinema Vérité: Defining 

the Moment (1999).  Instead, he hopes to engage in a dialectical relation with its 

audience, wherein the viewer itself derives meaning from the film, instead of being 

told how to interpret its content. As >……………. puts it: “Deprived of a narrator, the 

viewer must make its own logical connections”(QUOTE!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!) 

In a letter Thompson wrote his friend Larry Callen in 1958, he contemplates 

the work of Osward Spengler, who stated that there are two sorts of men: “men of 

action and men of thought” (The Proud Highway 129). Thompson wonders whether 

he falls in the category of “thought men” (he mentions Joyce, Proust and Pound), who 

“create their own realities in books” or “action men” (Hemingway, Fitzgerald, 

Rabelais), who have “mastered reality” (130). During this period, Thompson was still 

discovering his own style and he does not make up his mind about which school he 

belongs to, in fact he states that the best writers belong to both, but he does say that 

“you can either impose yourself on reality and then write about it, or you can impose 

yourself on reality by writing” (130). The question Thompson is pondering boils down 

to the difference between the school of realism and stream-of-consciousness; the latter 

describes the specific, personal reality of an individual (Thompson says “creates its 

own world”), the other portrays human experience in a more impersonal way, which 

we all can recognize, and is like the common denominator of human experience. It 

seems a though the appliance of stream-of-consciousness techniques to realism was 

the crucial development in creating the gonzo style. Thompson’s first successful 

mixing of the two genres occurred when he wrote “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent 

and Depraved” in 1970. His work before that period is much more in the style of 

Hemingway and Fitzgerald, who he greatly admired (in his letters he calls his novel 

The Rum Diary an attemptto write a modern day Great Gatsby). The mix of stream-

of-consciousness and journalism proved to be perfectly suited to conveying the 

message of fear and paranoia, while at the same time creating the room for wild 

imagination, harsh irony and humor. Frequently, the text slips into long ramblings and 





“At the stroke of midnight in Washington, a drooling red-eyed beast with the 

legs of a man and a head of a giant hyena crawls out of its bedroom window in 

the south wing of the White House and leaps fifty feat down to the lawn ... 

pauses briefly to strangle the Chow watchdog, then races off into the darkness 

... towards the Watergate, snarling with lust, loping through alleys behind 

Pennsylvania Avenue, and trying desperately to remember which one of those 

four hundred identical  balconies is the one outside Martha Mitchell’s 

apartment ... Ah nightmares, nightmares. But I was only kidding. The 

President of the United States would never act that weird. At least not during 

football season.” (The Great Shark Hunt 246)

After writing “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved,” Thompson 

continues experimenting with the stream-of-consciousness technique of linking 

seemingly unconnected themes. His chaotic texts from this period reflect his mental 

condition and bear little resemblance to the sophisticated developed argument of Hells 

Angels. However, although Thompson text from the seventies at first glance may 

appear to lack order, they have a surprisingly coherent character. His writings seem to 

reflect the paranoia-cliché that “everything is connected.” Consider the following 

scene from Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas wherein Duke attends a police 

convention on marijuana users:

  
“All I learned was that the District Attorneys’ Association is about ten years 

behind the … harsh kinetic realities of what they just recently learned to call 

‘the Drug Culture’ in the Year of Our Lord, 1971.They are still burning the 

taxpayers for thousands of dollars to make films about “the dangers of LSD,” 

at a time when acid is widely known—to everybody but cops- to be the 

Studebaker of the drug market, the popularity of psychedelics has fallen off so 

drastically that most volume dealers no longer even handle quality acid or 

mescaline except as a favor to special customers …What sells, today, is 

whatever Fucks You Up - whatever short-circuits your brain and grounds it 

out for the longest possible time. The ghetto market has mushroomed into 

suburbia. The Miltown man has turned, with a vengeance, to skinpopping and 

even mainlining... and for every ex-speed freak who drifted, for relief, into 

smack, there are 200 kids who went straight to the needle off Seconal. They 

never even bothered to try speed. Uppers are no longer stylish. Methedrine is 

almost as rare, on the 1971 market, as pure acid or DMT. ‘Consciousness 

Expansion’ went out with LBJ …and it is worth noting, historically, that 

downers came in with Nixon.” (Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas 202) 


The beauty of the above description is that it manages to link drug induced-paranoia 

to the presidency of Nixon, which is in turn connected to the inhumane character of 

the police convention. The carefully cultivated paradox is that the political climate in 

the Nixon-era demands drugs in order to escape its vicious reality, while at the same 

time being intolerant of them. 

Another example which stands out is “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and 

Depraved,” Thompson’s first succeeded attempt at gonzo journalism. The main drive 

behind this article are Thompson’s feelings of fear and disbelief after the riots at Kent 

State University, in which The National Guard fired at unarmed students, killing four 

and wounding nine others. Remarkable about the piece is that it neglects to describe 

the horse races entirely and only briefly calls attention to the troubles at Kent State. 

There is a mention in the beginning of the piece, when the protagonist picks up a 

newspaper; “The rest of the paper was spotted with ugly war news and stories of 

‘student unrest.’ There was no mention of any trouble brewing at a university in Ohio 

called Kent State” (The Great Shark Hunt 30) and at the end of the piece; “A radio 

news bulletin says the National Guard is massacring students at Kent State and Nixon 

is still bombing Cambodia” (The Great Shark Hunt 43). While those are the only two 

sentences in the piece referring directly to Kent State, the “fear and loathing” it 

produces are omnipresent in Thompson’s description of the Derby. The conservative 

character of the Derby, full of Southerners who are “tossing then dollar bills around 

like they were goin’ outa style’ and are easily irritated because of sun-fatigue and 

drunkenness, an atmosphere of brooding violence and the presence of policemen with 

riot sticks all appear to be symptoms of the sickness in American society which 

caused the shootings of unarmed students by the military: it appears the American 

Dream is unsustainable. Only the writer and Steadman are the ones experiencing 

horror in the story, while the rest of the crowd is having an excellent time, since they 

are the only ones aware of the cracks in the American Dream. The fear this inspires 

influences the perception of the celebration of that dream, which turns it into an 

nightmare. Interestingly, Thompson did not think the article a success when he sent it 

in. According to Thompson, the troubles at Kent State wholly absorbed him and kept 

him from writing the piece in the manner he had planned to: so in a very real sense, 

gonzo journalism found its birth through fear.


          Steaman’s rendering of the 1970 Kentucky Derby

      
Significantly, the distortions of the realistic mode only occur when Thompson 

wants to communicate horror. Both in his fiction and in his journalism, it are always 

the ugly sides of American life which Thompson examines through a magnifying 

glass. As a result of his paranoid and sardonic style, Thompson’s writing, even when 

he is covering politics, is charged with a high-speed energy normally reserved for 

thrillers: “Six months ago Richard Nixon was Zeus himself, calling firebombs and 

shittrains down on friend and foe alike- the most powerful man in the world, for a 

while - but all that is gone now and nothing can bring it back. Richard Nixon’s 

seventh crisis will be his last” (Great Shark Hunt 262).  
 
It is perhaps unsurprising that Nixon turns out to be one of Thompson's 

favourite subjects. He is the living affirmation of Thompson’s fear that only the mean 

and dishonest succeed in American society, a sentiment paraphrased by that famous 

statement: “In a nation ruled by swine, all pigs are upward mobile” (The Great Shark 

Hunt 118). Thompson’s personal opinion of Nixon is far from sympathetic: 


“For years I have regarded his existence as a monument to all the rancid genes 

and broken chromosomes that corrupt the possibilities of the American 

Dream; he was a foul caricature of himself, a man with no soul, no inner 

convictions, with the integrity of a hyena and the style of a poison toad ... I 

couldn’t imagine him laughing at anything except maybe a paraplegic who 

wanted to vote Democratic but couldn't reach the lever on the voting 

machine.” (The Great Shark Hunt 198) 

Nixon is a perfect subject for gonzo journalism as he represents for Thompson that 

“dark, venal, and incurably violent side of the American character almost any other 

country in the world has learned to fear and despise” (246). It is important to note that 

Nixon is not the cause, but a symptom of what is wrong with American society. The 

riots during the Democratic Convention in 1968 are for Thompson, and many others, 

a wake-up call about the limits of American democracy: “What I learned, in Chicago, 

was that the police arm of the United States government was capable of hiring 

vengeful thugs to break the rules we all thought we were operating under… I left 

Chicago in a state of hysterical angst” (Kingdom of Fear 80). Shortly after Chicago, 

Thompson abandons his realistic style of reporting and starts experimenting with what 

would be later called the gonzo technique. Historically, this seems hardly surprising. 

After the turmoil of the sixties, Chicago proved for Thompson for once and for all that 

traditional forms of dissent were obsolete in a society which answers resistance with 

violence and where those in power exercise control over the institutions which are 

designed to keep them in check. Therefore, he is forced to find new ways of 

explaining his position. Furthermore, the Chicago riots showed that the Democrats 

were equally susceptible to the corruption of power as the Republicans, eliminating 

the hope for restoring democracy through political involvement. In Fear and Loathing 





“What happened after … 1968, plunged a whole generation of hyper-politcal 

young Americans into a terminal stupor. Nixon blamed it on communist drugs 

… but what he never understood was that the simple stark fact that President 

Nixon was the problem, or at least the main symbol. It is hard to … explain – 

just what a terrible bummer … ’68 turned into. Martin Luther King was 

murdered in April, Bobby Kennedy in June … then Nixon was nominated in 





	Steadman’s representation of the Chicago riots


For an idealist like Thompson, who viewed America as “the greatest and most 

optimistic political experiment in the history of man”(The Proud Highway 141), the

Nixon era is one of complete disaster. Gonzo is his response to living in a climate of 

paranoia and repression wherein every symbol from which radiates hope is either 

killed or dies an untimely death and probably could not have originated anywhere else 

but in post-1968 America.

To summarize, gonzo is performative journalism mixed with stream of 

consciousness techniques. Time and again, Thompson will focus on scenes of horror 

in American society. His true talent lies in communicating feelings of fear and 

paranoia, something which he deems more important than presenting a coherent, life-

like image of reality. It becomes clear that much of Thompson’s writings, most 

notably Hell’s Angels, is unjustly credited with the term gonzo, while it is simply his

own brand of New Journalism. The confusion stems from the fact that most of 

Thompson’s journalism is most definitely subjective, but not necessarily distorted 

realism. To properly explain this, it is important to understand both Thompson’s view 

on objectivity and subjectivity, and, closely related to this, fiction and journalism.


”The truth is really pretty simple; it’s the mechanics of making it work that breaks down men (that’s 

copyrighted).”  Thompson in a letter to his friend Paul Semonin in 1965


Truth through Fiction and Subjectivity 


Thompson’s contempt for objectivity is remarkable, since it one of the most important  

pillars of (American) journalism. Within the tradition of American journalism,

objectivity is widely associated, and commonly equated, with honousty; for it is 

assumed to guarantee to the reader non-partisan, detached and unbiased journalism, in 

short, the true, if not the complete story.  Subjectivity on the other hand, is usually 

reserved for the opinion section of the newspaper and is commonly associated with 

people’s particular views, instead of facts. But even in this part of the newspaper, 

grammatical constructions and a detached style of writing are commonly employed to 

create the illusion of objectivity and detachment. In short, constructions such as “one 

thinks” or “it may be that” are preferred to “I think” or “I feel as though.” Throughout 

history, the views on objectivity and the role of the journalist have shifted and it is 

beyond my capabilities to provide a full discussion on the concept of objectivity 

within the American journalistic tradition. Instead, I intend to provide a discussion on 

what causes Thompson’s contempt for objective journalism and how this influences 

his style of writing. Clearly related to this discussion are Thompson’s views on the 

concepts of journalism and fiction. Interestingly, Thompson appears to hold a 





“Fiction is a bridge to the truth that journalism can’t reach. Facts are lies when 

they are added up, and the only kind of journalism I can pay much attention to 

is something like Down and Out in Paris and London. The title story in Tom 

Wolfe’s new book [The Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby] is 

a hell of a fine thing” (The Proud Highway 529).  

Thompson clearly has little faith in the media’s ability to provide truthful accounts

of reality. Significantly, he is not to only one to occupy such a position, several of his 

contemporaries share similar sentiments. In that sense, Thompson’s mistrust can be 

said to be a product of its time. Within the literary scene, Norman Mailer is the writer 

who resembles him the most. Thompson’s ideas about the functioning of the mass 

media also show important similarities with the writings of Theodor Adorno and Max 

Horheimer. Interestingly, besides the problem of allegiance to, and influence by, 

political parties,a significant portion of  Thompson’s critique is based on the media’s 

philosophy ofthe relationship between language and reality; he assumes that solely 

objective representations of the world are necessarily flawed. 

	An important device in objective journalism is the so-called “inverted pyramid 

lead,” a way of stating the facts in descending order of importance. As media 

expert David Mindich explains “The importance of the inverted pyramid lead …  is 

difficult to overstate. It is a system that appears to strip a story of everything but ‘the 

facts’ and changes the way we process news” (Just the Facts: How “Objectivity” 

came to define American journalism 65). While intended to supply the reader 





“Jesus, let’s not forget that … Mastery of the pyramid lead has sustained more 

lame yoyos than either Congress or the peacetime army. Five generations of 

American journalists have clung to that petrified tit, and when the deal went 

down in 1972 their ranks were so solid that seventy-one per cent of the 

newspapers in this country endorsed Richard Nixon for a second term in the 

White House.” (The Great Shark Hunt 304)


Thompson is referring here the widespread use of conventions and how this tends to 

create a homogenous journalism. Clearly, Thompson resist such uniformity and his 

style is an implicit argument for plurality. But it is equally important that the inverted 

pyramid lead tends to create a journalism focused on facts, since these are “lies when 

added up.” What Thompson means by this, is that representations which focus solely 

on aspects of reality which can be represented objectively are incomplete. Certain 

properties of reality cannot be asserted through objective means, yet are not 

necessarily untrue. Qualities such as persona, significant in political journalism, can 

best be asserted through subjective means. Perhaps Thompson describes his 





	“Some people will say that words like scum and rotten are wrong for 
Objective Journalism--which is true, but they miss the point. It was the built-in 
blind spots of the Objective rules and dogma that allowed Nixon to slither into 
the White House in the first place. He looked so good on paper that you could 
almost vote for him sight unseen. He seemed so all-American, so much like 
Horatio Alger, that he was able to slip through the cracks of Objective 
Journalism. You had to get Subjective to see Nixon clearly, and the shock of 
recognition was often painful. Nixon’s meteoric rise from the unemployment 
line to the vice presidency in six quick years would never have happened if 
TV had come along 10 years earlier. He got away with his sleazy ‘my dog 
Checkers’ speech in 1952 because most voters heard it on the radio or read 
about it in the headlines of their local, Republican newspapers. When Nixon 
finally had to face the TV cameras for real in the 1960 presidential campaign 
debates, he got whipped like a red-headed mule. Even die-hard Republican 
voters were shocked by his cruel and incompetent persona. Interestingly, most 
people who heard those debates on the radio thought Nixon had won. But the 
mushrooming TV audience saw him as a truthless used-car salesman, and they 
voted accordingly. It was the first time in 14 years that Nixon lost an election.”  
	(“He was a Crook 2”) 
It is interesting to see that Thompson compares newspaper and television journalism, 
for the televised medium opens up possibilities to cover through objective means what
can only be captured in subjective form in writing. Although television itself is 
not a transparent medium and has its own “built-in-blind spots,” which need not be 
discussed here, in portraying matters such as personality it has a definite advantage 
over objective writing. One cannot write about character without resorting to 
subjective means, while a camera can reveal an individual’s persona and still let the 
viewer form his own opinion about it. Perhaps this point is best illustrated through an 
example. In the following excerpt of Miami and the Siege of Chicago, Mailer wishes 
to record Nixon’s artificial manner of behaving towards the press: 
“He still had no natural touch with them [the press people], his half smile 
while he listened was unhappy, for it had nowhere to go but into a full smile 
and his full smile was as false as false teeth. You could all but see the signal 
pass from his brain to his jaw. ‘SMILE,’ said the signal, and so he flashed 
teeth in a painful kind of joyous grimace …” (46).     
My reason for choosing this passage is because it concerns the subjective recording 
of something which we know to be true: Nixon did have a forced way of behaving in 
interviews. By looking back at old footage, we can establish this the same way 
Mailer did; by using our intuition. However, because of its subjective nature, the 
above passage would never be printed in any newspaper of name, although the point it 
makes is not untrue. What writers such as Thompson and Mailer show us, is that  
solely recording matters which can be established through objective means, leads to 
an impoverished depiction of reality. 
Traditionally, journalism is supposed to be concerned with facts and fiction is 

the realm of the imagination. While fiction has the ability to express truths, it is 

generally assumed to be “made up,” and therefore untrue, a sentiment best illustrated 

by the popular expression, “the difference between fact and fiction.” In literary terms, 

this entails that in works of fiction we “suspense our disbelief,” while in the case of 

journalism, we assume what we read to be true. In order to avoid confusion it is useful 

to note here the significant difference between literature and fiction: it is possible to 

provide a literary description of a true event, such as in Norman Mailer’s Armies of 

the Night. As John Searle points out in “The Logical Status of Fictional Discourse,” 

there is “no textual property, syntactical or semantic, that will identify a text as a work 

of fiction. What makes it a work of fiction is, so to speak, the illocutionary stance that 

the author takes towards it” (331). The question that remains is what this means for 

the definition of journalism. Searle argues that what makes fiction possible is a set of 

“extralinguistic, nonsemantic conventions that break the connections between words 

and the world.” In other words, fictional accounts use the same linguistic rules that 

apply to daily speech, but fiction authors have a different commitment to their 

utterances and their relation to reality. Clearly, fictional stories will usually contain 

non-fictional elements, such as names of places, historical figures etc. Therefore, it is 





	“In the case of realistic or naturalistic fiction, the author will refer to real 

places and events intermingling these references with the fictional references,

thus making it possible to treat the fictional story as an extension of our 

existing knowledge. The author will establish with the reader a set of 

understandings about how far the … conventions of fictions break

the conventional connections of serious speech … As far as the possibility  of 

the ontology is concerned, anything goes: the author can create any character 

or event he likes. As far as the acceptability of the ontology is concerned, 

coherence is a crucial consideration.” (331) 

Searle means by “coherence,” that author and reader establish to what extent the text 

is a continuation of reality. This is what ultimately defines misrepresentation. He 

names the example of Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse Five, in which time traveling

is acceptable because it is consistent with “the science fiction element” of the book. 

Indeed, in accordance with Thompson’s work, the reader of Slaughterhouse Five 

learns to filter Vonnegut’s work and decides for himself to what extent it is an 

assertion about reality. Slaughterhouse Five flaunts its own fictional character, which 

in itself is a comment on the fictional character of history. Furthermore, and here we 

see another analogy with Thompson, Vonnegut refuses to record the bombing of 

Dresden in a coherent, chronological manner in order to “demonstrate its [war’s] 

irrationality and chaos” (“Mixing fantasy with Fact: Kurt Vonnegut’s Use of Structure 

in Slaughterhouse Five” 76). Thompson’s works also are disorderly and unstructured, 

because they reflect the chaotic events described. However, science fiction or 





In the case of journalism, this entails that when the journalistic convention of 

recording only what can be established through empirical evidence is ignored, the 

reader is likely to interpret it as a falsehood. But in Thompson’s case the reader 

does not experience this as a misrepresentation, because the “coherence” of the text 

signals the fictional aspect of the work. In the case of straightforward journalism 

however, fictional discourse is perceived as a lie, for the journalistic conventions 

concerning the ontological nature of texts is quite clear: the journalists commits itself 

only to the recording of data for which he has empirical evidence. For example, the 

faulty statements many newspapers about the presence of weapons of mass 

destruction in Iraq should be considered as fiction and therefore as lies. This concept 

is well illustrated by the  following excerpt from Hell’s Angels, in which Thompson 

discusses an article in “Times”: 

	“The headline said: ‘CALIFORNIA TAKES STEPS TO CURB TERRORISM 

OF RUFFIAN CYCLISTS.’ The bulk of the article was straight enough, but 

the lead was pure fiction [my emphasis] : ‘A hinterland tavern is invaded by a 

group of motorcycle hoodlums. They seize a female patron and rape 

her…’ This incident never occurred. It was created, as a sort of journalistic 

montage.” (132)  

	As Searle points out, fiction has the ability to express non-fictional truths, such 
as in the case of Tolstoy: “All happy families are happy alike, all unhappy families are 
unhappy in their own way” (332). While such an expression is part of a novel, it is 
also a “genuine assertion” (332), which informs the reader about aspects of reality. 
Any experienced reader knows that works of fiction can convey a message, or 
produce an argument, without literally naming this argument. Searle: “Serious (i.e. 
non-fictional) speech acts can be conveyed by fictional texts, even though the 
conveyed speech act is not represented in the text. Almost any important work of 
fiction conveys a ‘message’ or ‘messages’ which are conveyed by the text but are not 
in the text” (332). This is a definite advantage fiction has over journalism, for it can 
convey a message without having to supply empirical evidence. Thus, a novelist can 
resort to the world of feelings and intuition to transport to the reader elements of 
reality which are not properly conveyed through objective means. Furthermore, this 
gives the reader the opportunity to identify and agree with the “message” of the text 
on an emotional level, which can be a far stronger commitment to the text’s argument 
than on an intellectual level. I believe this is what Thompson means when he says that 
that fiction and journalism “are both means to the same end and “the best fiction is far 
more true than any kind of journalism” (The Great Shark Hunt 114). Obviously, 
Thompson’s texts can convey their messages both by naming them directly, such as is 
common in journalism, and through the framework of associations in the text itself, 
such as in “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved.” This is what Wolf 
means when he says that New Journalist have “the ability to excite the reader 
both intellectually and emotionally” (New Journalism 28). 
	Most importantly, Thompson questions the objective media’s ability to 
accurately translate a diverse reality into the written word. Interestingly, his attitude 
shows strong resemblance to the writings of Adorno and Horkheimer on Hollywood
movies. His main concern is the power of the media to create what Adorno and 
Horkheimer describe as “the illusion that … the outside world is the straightforward 
continuation of that presented on the screen” (“Enlightenment as Mass Deception” 6). 
Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s main complaint is that “film forces its victims to equate it 
directly with reality”(6). Film achieves this by posing to represent an objective reality, 
Adorno: “he [the consumer] must ascribe the loss of those attributes [imagination and 
reflection] to the objective nature of the products themselves” (6). Editors follow a 
similar strategy as film makers: they omit what cannot be represented, thus creating 
the illusion of reality. Or, even worse they use grammatical construction to conceal 
the flaws in their representation. Thompson is fervently opposed to such practices, 
and in fact Hell’s Angels is largely dedicated to showing how such procedures create
inaccurate portrayals of reality: 
“Anyone who has worked on a newspaper for more than two months knows 
how technical safeguards can be built into the wildest story, without fear of 
losing reader impact. What they amount to, basically, is the art of printing a 
story without taking legal responsibility for it. The word “alleged” is a key to 
this art. Other keys are ‘so-and-so said’ (or claimed), ‘it was reported’ and 
‘according to.’”(Hell’s Angels 40) 
The practice Thompson’s is referring to above is what could be called “objectifying of 
subjective reality.” When an individual expresses an opinion, it is perceived as being 
subjective. However, a journalist overhearing such a opinion and writing it down, 
records objective reality; for there is empirical evidence that such an opinion was 
indeed expressed. Thompson talks about this practice in a letter to the editor of Hell’s 
Angels, Carry McWilliams, with whom he discusses the Attorney General’s report on 
the Hell’s Angels: 
“The report is a compilation of query-answers from various California 
police chiefs. I could give you … a synopsis of the report, I guess, but I’d 
rather not fool around with that kind of journalism: ‘247 police chiefs 
condemn motorcycle gangs etc.’ So what? Police chiefs will condemn 
anything that makes noise. Which is not to say these cycle boys aren’t mean 
and dangerous …” (The Proud Highway 497).   
A close observance of Thompson’s methods reveals that he demands consistency 

between the means through which a fact is established and how it is recorded. As he 

shows, it is possible to state matters which are established through subjective means 

(such as opinion, emotion, intuition, etc) in objective terms, thus creating the illusion 

of objectivity. Thompson strives to state what he perceives in the terms of the manner 

in which he perceived it. 
According to Adorno and Horkheimer, “the culture industry” transforms 
consumers into automatons: through conditioning it ensures that consumers do not 
have to “dwell on particular points of its mechanics,” because they been “taught what 
to expect; they react automatically” (6). Thompson’s shares a similar concern and his 
particular style offers the possibility to create aware and critical readers, in short, to 
undo the damage done to critical readership by the perpetual conditioning of the 
public. As Adorno and Horkheimer point out, it is the pretense that film is an 
objective medium which allows for its equation with reality, ultimately leading to the
abandonment of critical viewership. Thompson texts on the other hand, because the 
author is a physical, human presence in the text, signal to their reader their 
subjectivity. He employs several devices to point out the subjective nature of 
his work: 1) Frankness about his own personal opinions: “The other, more complex, 
problem had to do with my natural out-front bias in favour of the McGovern 
candidacy” (The Great Shark Hunt 208) or “My problem -- journalistically, at least – 
has its roots in the fact that I agree with just about everything that laughing, vengeful 
bastard said that day”(The Great Shark Hunt 190). 2) The Fictional character of his 
texts, such as the story about Nixon who transform into a werewolf and “races off 
towards the Watergate” (The Great Shark Hunt 127) 3) Reflecting on the, sometimes 
dubious mechanics of his own work: “At this point, my second- or third-hand source 
was not sure what happened next”(The Great Shark Hunt 142) 4) Honesty about his 
mental and psychical condition: 
“Humphrey’s senile condition was so obvious that even I began feeling sorry 

for him. Indeed. Sorry. Senile. Sick. Tangled. . . That's exactly how I’m 

beginning to feel. All those words and many others, but my brain is too numb 

to spit them out of the memory bank at this time. No person in my condition 

has any business talking about Hubert Humphrey’s behavior. My brain has 

slowed down to the point of almost helpless stupor. I no longer even have the 

energy to grind my own teeth.” (The Great Shark Hunt 150) 


This last point also should include Thompson’s frequent abuse of drugs and alcohol, 

both during his work in the field and when writing. While some critics have argued 

that his decreases his credibility, it is actually the other way around. By informing the 

reader of his intoxicated condition, the reader is handed the opportunity to compensate 

for this in the reading experience. Furthermore, for a reporter like Thompson, who 

sees it as his job to expose the insincerity of the American media, it would be 

unethical to conceal such a fact from his readers: Thompson purposely includes the 

vulgarity of his own life, in order not to comply with the hypocritical character of 

American society which he seeks to expose. After all, the most valuable asset of the 

subjective journalist is the trust of his readers.   
As a result of the above methods, readers are forced to be critical of 
Thompson’s work. Clearly, his text cannot be seen as what Adorno calls “the 
continuation of  reality” (“Enlightenment as Mass Deception”6); therefore, the reader 
has to contemplate to what extent it (dis)agrees with Thompson’s depiction of reality. 
The conditioned reader, used to taking newspaper articles at face value, cannot but 
reflect on the question to what extent he agrees with what Thompson writes:
paradoxically, Thompson’s intoxicated writing inspire sobriety in the reader.
“Let them see with their own eyes what it will cost to continue to mock us, defy us, resist us. There are more 
millions behind us than behind them, more millions who wish to weed out, poison, gas and obliterate every 
flower whose power they do not comprehend than heroes for their side who will view our brute determination 
and still be ready to resist.” Norman Mailer imagines the motivation for the 1968 Chicago riots 


The Individual in Mass Media


Although we have discussed that Thompson’s work is largely dedicated to the 

conveying of fear, the reason for this fear has not yet been fully illuminated. Although

drug abuse certainly is an influence, it cannot be provided as the sole explanation for 

the paranoid character of Thompson’s writings, especially because several of his 

contemporaries produced work on similar lines. In the late sixties and seventies there 

emerge signals of increasing anxiety of both the government and the media in almost 

every artistic discipline. Within the literary scene, Thompson’s work resembles that of 

Norman Mailer, while on a sociological and philosophical plane, he shows 

striking similarities with Adorno and Horkheimer and Alfred Aronowitz. Through 

contrasting their works with that of Thompson, this essay aims to provide insight in 

what causes the paranoia at the heart of his writings and how this influences his work.  

Firstly, it is interesting to note that although they have become symbols and 

representatives for the counter-culture, Thompson and Mailer are not the most likely 

spokesmen for the generation of political and social dissenters of the late sixties and 

seventies. Mailer was in his late forties during most of his reporting on the counter-

culture, disliked the hippies’ arrogance and their advocacy of drugs, while Thompson 

as a former Air Force Officer, fervent patriot and NRA member with an excessive 

lifestyle, would sooner qualify as the quintessential American, instead of 

prominent critic of American culture. It is useful to assert that Thompson and Mailer 

are not dissents by nature, but by cultural and political circumstances, for it shows that 

they respond to historical tendencies which we can examine. Thompson and Mailer 

are connected by their mutual indignation about the way American society conceals 

its darker sides and represses those who fail to comply with reigning standards. In 

addition, both feels as though the repressive/ totalitarian nature of American 

government is facilitated by a compromised media apparatus, and by providing 

counter-discourse hope to restore the American Dream back to its original credo 

of “freedom for all.” 

	A well known fact about totalitarian regimes is that their success relies on their

ability to control the minds of the people they subject. Mailer views the American 

minds as “scandalously bad – the best educational system in the world had produced 

the most pervasive conditioning of mind in the history of culture” (Miami and The 

Siege of Chicago 78). The problem both he and Thompson face is that the conventions 

demanded by objective journalism do not offer adequate means to comment on the 

totalitarian character of the state which they seek to expose. In fact, these conventions 

may very well demand that they fall in line with the very structure they are 

combating. Not oppression, but complicity is the greatest fear: 

“Virtually all of Mailer’s work implies that totalitarian influences of society to 

a great extent shape both the structure and the content of one’s own thoughts 

and language. Indeed, the fear that one’s expressions are not one’s own may 

well constitute the crucial factor in politicizing the romantic imagination … 

the cost of failing to find one’s own voice is repeating the forms of expression 

which have imposed themselves on one and which may partake of the plague 

that one is attempting to combat.” (Mailer’s America 17)  


Because of the deep felt fear of complicity, it becomes their main obsession to find 

forms of expressions which allow room for the expression of individuality: both turn 

to novelistic techniques to do so. Besides the advantage of fiction and subjectivity 

discussed in the previous chapter, such as a broader scope and the opportunity of the 

identifying reader, this offered the opportunity of dissenting through the form of their 

work. Thompson is clearly more radically subjective, for Mailer still writes about 

himself in the semi-objective third person, describing himself as either “Mailer” or 

the “reporter,” which creates a slight remove between protagonist and person. In other 

words, in Mailer’s work one can discern clearer the existence of a narrator and the

discrepancy between Mailer as a character and Mailer as a writer. However, both 

recognize that in order to remain credible as critics of the American media structure, 





By disregarding journalistic conventions and writing for non-mainstream 

media, Thompson and Mailer could reach a public that had little trust in established 

media because of matters such as advertiser influence on content, the government’s 

war-time policy of disinformation, the allegiance to political parties and sensational 

tendencies of  newspapers. As Mailer explains, the mainstream journalist is unfit to 

voice dissenting opinions, because “the more readers he owns, the less he can say. He 

is forbidden by a hundred censors, most of them inside himself, to communicate 

notions, which are not conformistically simple, simple like plastic is simple, that is to 

say, monotonous” (American Culture and Society Since the 1930’s 156).    

Interestingly, both Mailer and Thompson argue that the American media has 

an unethical approach to presenting facts. While Thompson asserts that facts are “lies 

when added up,” (The Proud Highway 529) Mailer attempts to make the reader aware 

of of the omnipresence of, what he calls, “factoids” in the mass media: 

	“That is, facts which have no existence before appearing in a magazine or 

newspaper, creations which are not so much lies as a product to manipulate
	
emotion in the Silent Majority. (It is possible for example, that Richard Nixon

has spoken in nothing but factoids during his public life.” (American Culture 

and Society Since The 1930’s 165)


The above statement bears a lot of significance for Thompson’s Hell’s Angels, 

for the book stems from the desire to expose the simplification of, and influence on, 

reality by the mass media. The book displays Thompson’s quality as an investigative 

journalist and shows his effective use of police reports, newspaper clippings and 

plain logic to counter perceived versions of events. He convincingly shows how such 

simplification often leads to rigid stereotyping which portrays those who do not 

comply with reigning standards as uncivilized and hazardous to society. Thompson 

points out how much of the media’s coverage on the Hell’s Angels is influenced by 

the movie The Wild One (1953) and other biker movies, which were hugely popular  

at the time. A lot of the coverage the Hell’s Angels received confirms what Jim 

Morton describes as the “pot-smoking, grime-coated, speed-addled, Harley-riding 





“The generation represented by the editors of Time has lived so long in a 

world full of celluloid outlaws … it is no longer capable of confronting the 

real thing … This is the generation that went to war for Mom, God, and Apple 

Butter, the American Way of Life. When they came back, they crowned 

Eisenhower and then retired to the giddy comfort of their TV parlours, to 

cultivate the subtleties of American history as seen by Hollywood” (310)


What draws Thompson to the Hell’s Angels in the first place is their 

individualistic lifestyle. His rebellious nature provided him with a natural affection for 

the repressed and underprivileged and from an early age on he regarded the authorities 

with a suspicion bordering on paranoia. As he writes to his friend and CBS newsman 

in 1963: “I have a definite suspicion that most minds in the country’s power structure 

view the poor as Mister Kurtz… viewed the Congo natives: Exterminate all the 

brutes!” (The Proud Highway 494). In fact, Thompson frequently returns to Joseph 

Conrad’s Heart of Darkness in his works and apparently finds it highly applicable to 

American society. Indeed, the analogy seems reasonable: Thompson appears to 

suggests that now that Western civilization has established control over the land, it 

turns to the colonization of the mind.  

During his time with the Angels, Thompson discovered the truth behind the 

statement made by the Easy Rider character George Hanson that: “They’re gonna to 

talk to you, and talk to you, and talk to you about individual freedom. But when they 

see a free individual, it’s gonna scare them” (1969). In Hell’s Angels, Thompson’s 

expresses his concern about the mass media’s thoughtless compliance with the 

authorities and the fact that it endorses, instead of criticizes police action. After 

convincingly showing that Time unjustly accuses members of the Hell’s Angels of a 

gang rape, because of the “curious rape mania that rides on the shoulders of American 

journalism like some jeering, masturbating raven” and “nothing grabs an editor’s eye 

like a good rape” (15) he quotes an article from “Time,” filled with “phony statistics” 

about the Angels’ crime records: 

“There was clearly no room for this sort of thing in the Great Society, and 

Time was empathic in saying it was to be brought to a halt. These ruffians 

were going to be taught a lesson by hard and ready minions of the 

Establishment. The article ended on a note of triumph: ‘… all local law 

enforcement agencies have now been supplied with dossiers on … the Hell’s 

Angels, and set up a co-ordinated intelligence service that will try to track 

down the hoods wherever they appear.’ ‘They will no longer be allowed to 

threaten the lives, peace and security of honest citizens’ said he [ Attorney 

General Lynch].’ ‘To that, thousands of Californians shuddered a grateful 

amen.’ No doubt there was some shuddering done in California that week, but 

not all of it was rooted in feeling of gratitude … some people shuddered at the 

realization that Time had 3,042,902 readers.” (30/31) 


Notice how the end of this article calls for police action, which is something I will 

return to later. Besides the nice rhetorical trick of contrasting the “phony statistics” 

with his own accurate statistics, thus raising his credibility, Thompson includes the 

above passage to show how factoids become facts: “The significant thing about 

Time’s view of the Angels was not its crabwise approach to reality, but its impact.” 

(31). Thompson’s criticism of “Time” closely resembles Mailer’s in Armies of The 

Night, who holds that “The Times was not ready to encourage its reporters in the 

thought that there is no history without nuance” (56). The conclusion Thompson 

reaches in Hell’s Angels is in fact an accusation against the media’s hypocrisy in 

condemning a reality they helped to create. Time and again, Thompson shows us that 

without the help of mass media, the Hell’s Angels would be “virtually non-existent” 

(31) today and that “the humor went out of the act when they started to believe there 

own press clippings” (303). 

	As experienced writers, Thompson and Mailer have an intimate understanding 

of how both editors and politicians can manipulate newspaper content and the 

incongruities between printed stories and everyday reality. A valuable quality of 

Thompson’s coverage in Fear and Loathing on the Campaign Trail is his sustained 

effort to explain to the reader how a story makes it way from the politician’s office to 

the morning newspaper. As a result, Thompson’s work features prominently his 

dealing with media spokesmen and press secretaries and attempts to explain their 

tactics. Thus, the reader is informed how the campaign team provides the press with 

drinks, food and other treats, to ensure that they “have the time and facilities to report 

whatever McGovern … and the other main boys want to … read … in tomorrow’s 

newspapers” (The Great Shark Hunt 221). In fact, Thompson may very well be the 

first one to criticize the employing of “spin doctors.” He describes this practice in 

a story about an early campaign of Lyndon Johnson in Texas, who suffered from his 

opponent’s technique of forcing him to deny statements, thus forcing him into a 

defensive position. Therefore, Johnson tells his campaign manager to start a rumour 

about his opponent’s “life-long habit of enjoying carnal knowledge of his own 

barnyard sows” (The Great Shark Hunt 223). To the shocked campaign manager, who 

protests that nobody will believe them if they call their opponent to a “pig fucker,” 

Johnson replies: “I know, but let’s make the sonofabitch deny it” (223). Thompson’s 

awareness of the gaps in which the media’s portrayal of politicians is well elucidated 

by another anecdote. During his election campaign for Sheriff of Aspen, he shaved his 

head bald, so he could refer to his Republican opponent, who sported a crew cut, as 

“my long haired opponent.”

	From the very start as an aspiring journalist at an Air Force Base, Thompson 

was intrigued by the power of the written word to change the influence perception of 

reality. Inspired by either the Orson Welles broadcast of War of the Worlds or H.L. 

Mencken’s famous “Bathtub Hoax,” he started experimenting with his own 

publication of non-facts, in fact testing the critical ability of his readers. In 1917, 

Mencken wrote an article titled “A Neglected Anniversary,” which celebrated the 

anniversary of the bathtub. The article is full of phony proclamations about the 

bathtub’s origin and the supposed opposition to its introduction in American society. 

At his discharge from the army, Thompson published a similar article which 

proclaimed he himself had thrown an empty bottle at an Air Policeman, severely 

wounding and hospitalizing him (Proud Highway 74). After several other experiments 

along the same line, he published in “Rolling Stone Magazine” the article “The 

McGovern Juggernaut Rolls On,” in which he describes the alleged addiction of the 

Democratic candidate, Edward Muskie, to the hallucinogenic drug “Ibogaine.”(Fear 

and Loathing on the Campaign Trail 150) As a result, Muskie would be forced to 

answer questions about his alleged Ibogaine addiction, thus proving the susceptibility 

of the American press to Spin-Doctoring. Thompson explained in a talk show that he 

never actually accused Muskie of taking Ibogaine: “All I said that there was a rumor 

Milwaukee rumor saying that he was [taking Ibogaine]. Which is true, I started the 

rumor”(Gonzo: The Life and Work of Dr. Hunter S. Thompson 2006). 

	Thompson’s criticism of Spin Doctors shows a strong link to Mailer’s critique 

of “factoids” and Adorno and Horkheimer’s examination of the “Authoritarian 

Personality.” Like Mencken, who discovered as early as early as 1917 that once a 

thing has been printed in a newspaper, both media and public accept it as a fact, 

assuring its circulation “not only in newspapers, but in official documents and other 

works of the highest pretensions,” (“History of the Bathtub”) they all point out the 

ease with which the public can be manipulated into accepting as facts whatever 

politicians wish them to believe. 
    
In his essay titled “Superman Comes to the Supermarket,” Mailer discusses John

F. Kennedy’s rise to power. As a background for his article, he describes the 





	“Since the First World War Americans have been leading a double life, and 

our history has moved on two rivers, one visible, the other underground; there 

has been the history of politics which is concrete, factual, practical and … dull 

… and there is the subterranean river of untapped, ferocious, lonely and 

romantic desires, that concentration of ecstasy and violence which is the 

dream life of the nation. The twentieth century may yet be seen as that era 

when civilized man and underprivileged man were melted together into mass 

man… the iron and steel of the nineteenth century giving way to electronic 

circuits which communicated their messages into men … their extremes of 

personality singed out of existence by the psychic field of force the 

communicators would impose.” (9) 


As Mailer explains, America is vulnerable to homogenization, because it is a “rootless 

country” while also being the most “prolific creator of mass communications” (9). 

Thompson shares a similar concern for the mass media’s ability to crush individuality,

and it was the main reason why he sided with the Hell’s Angels in the first place, 

although ultimately he finds that “to see the Hell’s Angels as caretakers of the old 

‘individualist’ tradition ‘that made this country great’ is only a painless way to get 

around for seeing them for what they really are” (304). The beauty of Thompson’s 

book is that it reaches a similar conclusion as most of the mass media about the Hell’s 

Angels: they are prone to violence, have fascistic characteristics and are intolerant of 

other ideologies. Yet Thompson is able to reach such a conclusion without resorting 

to stereotypical descriptions and leaving the individuality of the Angels intact. The 

book’s main critique has to do with the media’s inability to accurate portray 

whichever deviates too much from the common denominator and the close connection 

between differentiation and the call for police action. Paradoxically, it is the Angel’s 

lack of homogenous qualities which assures their status as outsiders, although  

America was founded on the very myth of the individual; “The Hell’s Angels are a 

logical product of the culture that now claims to be shocked at their existence” (310). 

What Mailer and Thompson are calling attention to is the tension between the 

creative energy of the individual and the conservative demands of mass America. This 

tension is the result of conflicting realities: for although founded on the myth of the 

pioneer, post-war America owes it success to the docile attitude of the assembly line 

worker. In a hypocrite fashion, the American media glorifies and vilifies 

individualistic qualities at the same time. While Thompson started his work on the 

Hell’s Angels as an investigation to find out how accurate they were portrayed in the 

media, during his research he discovers a twisted relation between the media and the 

authorities. It is the same, almost, symbiotic pact between editors and police chiefs 

that he would continue to criticize in the media’s coverage counter cultures .He 

observes a tendency in the American media to present both a mythologizing and 

dehumanizing image of dissenters and consequently call for police action 

against them. Such action is motivated by fear the media inspired in the public in 

the first place. In turn, police action makes for interesting looking headlines and 

therefore assures sell. Movie director Sidney Lumet perfectly captured this sentiment 

in a scene in the movie Dog Day Afternoon (1975), wherein Al Pacino, playing a bank 

robber, and the masses coming to observe the robbery, are standing outside a bank. 

Far above the crowd of on-lookers two helicopters dominate the sky: a news crew and 

a police team, one aims a camera, the other his gun. 

Adorno and Horkheimer performed a great amount of psychological research 

into American culture, much of which was based on the assumption that America, and 

all capitalist societies for that matter, have fascistic tendencies. Perhaps their view of 

the American mind is best illustrated by Horkheimer’s study “The Authoritarian 

Personality,” wherein the model under research had the following qualities (notice the 





	“A mechanical surrender to conventional values; blind submission to authority 

together with blind hatred of all opponents and outsiders; anti-

introspectiveness; rigid stereotyped thinking … vilification, half-moralistic 

and half-cynical, of human nature; projectivity (the disposition to believe that

wild and dangerous things go on in the world; the projection outwards of 





As Brookeman explains, the study mainly has relevance for the role of mass media in 

“reinforcing stereotypes and perpetuating proto-fascist qualities”(81). In accordance 

with Thompson and Mailer, Adorno and Horkheimer also observe a hostility towards 

the dissenter within American culture. Much like Thompson, who continually points 

out the tendency of mainstream media to manipulate the public into accepting, and 

creating demand for, repression, they are alarmed by the high degree of audience

control in the American media. 

American culture has a long history of celebrating and mythologizing its 

outlaws, examples abound: Jesse James, Butch Cassidy, Bonny and Clyde, Thelma 

and Louis and even Thompson himself owes much of his success to his outlaw status. 

Unsurprisingly, American media has always flirted with counter-cultures, but though 

it celebrates their authenticity, it simultaneously discourages deviation from the norm. 

In his cultural critique False Promises, rock journalist Alfred Aronowitz, drawing on 

models from the Frankfurt Schools, examines the status of the individual within 

American mass culture. He argues that within monopoly capitalism, media plurality is 

an illusion and that the mass media seek to eliminate alternatives to what Adorno and 

Horkheimer titled “a civilization of employees” (American Culture and Society Since 

the 1930’s 146). Aronowitz observes a trend in post-war America which depicts 

individualism as a sure path to alienation. Even the movies about non-conformists, 

such as Rebel Without A Cause( 1955), Easy Rider (1969) and One Flew Over the 

Cuckoo’s Nest (1975) show that to “rebel in the name of individualism … leaves one 

dangerously isolated and vulnerable to assimilation in mass society” (American 

Culture and Society Since the 1930’s 149). According to Aronowitz, the ideology 

Hollywood propagates to its viewers is one of non-deviation and is meant to prepare 

the public for servitude: “Young doctors shown as giving ‘service’ to patients and 

young lawyers struggling for social justice … prepare large numbers of new workers 

for these roles” (American Culture and Society Since the 1930’s 148). In this context, 

it is significant that Thompson frequently refers to Horatio Alger, the 19th century 

American author whose books consequently describe the ascend from lower class 

unfortunates into respectable middle class, by means of hard and honest labor. His 

“rags to riches” novels also communicate to the lower class public the 

importance of uniformity and servitude, while implicitly justifying the superior 

position of the middle class, since they signal that wealth is accumulated through 

hard work and disregard socio-economic factors such as background, ethnicity and 





	With regard to journalism, audience instruction can take on even more 

alarming forms than those described by Aronowitz. As we have discussed, editors 

have their own procedures to arrest and limit their audience’s critical reflection, but in 

much of the examples Thompson and Mailer mention reader instruction is taken one 

step further, since the reader is both hindered in its effort to reflect on the truth value 

of the article and instructed to support the policy of the authorities. This effect is 

achieved when journalists not only offer their specific version of “the truth,” but also 

advise readers which moral stance they should adopt towards it. Christopher 

Brookeman offers an analysis of this practice in his analysis of Mailer’s Armies of the 

Night by discussing the quality of the coverage of New York Times” journalist James 

Reston on the march on the Pentagon, which is included in Armies of the Night. 

Reston: “It is difficult to report publicly the ugly and vulgar provocation of many of 

the militants. They spat on some of the soldiers in the front line at the Pentagon and 

goaded them with vicious personal slander”(American Culture and Society Since the 

1930’s). As Brookeman points out, Reston “pontificates in what Sir Walter Scott 

called the ‘big Bow-Wow strain,’ a tone which newspaper editorial columns 

invariably assume when seeking to speak on behalf of an imagined national 

consensus” (American Culture and Society Since the 1930’s). In the most alarming 

instances of this practice, the journalist, much like a voice-over, takes it onto himself 

to distribute morality, while posing as objective source: he interprets for the reader.

This practice is closely related to Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s observation that 

Hollywood directors constantly think for the public. Adorno: “No independent 

thinking must be expected from the audience, the product prescribes every reaction: 

not by its natural structure (which falls apart under reflection) but by signals” (“The 

Culture Industry: “Enlightenment as Mass Deception14). Interestingly, Thompson 

also comments on Reston in an article devoted to the organizational structure of “The 

New York Times,” in which he points out that the control of the Washington bureau is 

“usually in the hands of somebody the Magnates in New York believe is more or less 

on the same wavelength as the men in control of the government” (The Great Shark 

Hunt 342). Reston is described as a Johnson supporter who was “promoted to a 

management job (342) shortly after Johnson quit in 1968. Clearly, such information 

raises question as to his credibility of his reportage on anti-Vietnam protests and 

illustrates Thompson’s view that the “most consistent and ultimately damaging 

failure of political journalism in America has its roots in the clubby/cocktail personal 





	Although the American mass media has endured a lot of criticism during the 

last century, critics also found reason for optimism, especially because of the 

achievement of “The Washington Post” in exposing the Watergate Scandal. However, 

Thompson, although impressed with the Post’s work, warns against an “atmosphere 

of self-congratulation”(304). He points out that two “third-string police reporters from 

the Washington Post” (The Great Shark Hunt 265) brought down Nixon, while the 

rest of the press corps was “jabbering blindly among themselves … in some stylish 

sector of reality” (265). Furthermore, criticizes the slow rate on which the press 

picked up on the Watergate story, because the American press machinery is “geared 

to visual/ action stories.” The point Thompson makes is quite clear: America does not 

owe the exposure of Nixon’s corruption to its vigilant press corps with its “awesome 

but normally dormant potential” (266), for the American media is, just like any 

corporation, linked to the market. As a result, one reads in the newspaper self-

contained stories, which sell easily, instead of complicated, ambiguous articles which

explore the complicated nature of events. Writers such as Thompson and Mailer fill

this blank spot in coverage and explore the complicated psychological background 

which give rise to events only superficially discussed in mainstream media.

It becomes clear that Thompson reacted against a movement in American 

society of hostility towards the individual which did not comfort to the 

establishment’s norms. Thompson’s novelistic form of reporting offers him two major 

advantages over the mass media: he is not implicated in the power structure he seeks 

to expose and it gives him the opportunity to investigate the interior of events which 

are naturally simplified by mass media. Furthermore, he is alarmed by the complacent 

character of the American media and the easily they can be manipulated into voicing 

the views of politicians. Thompson, like several of his contemporaries, sees the trend 

towards homogeneity reflected in the media’s alignment with the authorities. This 

criticism is perfectly summarized by his critique of “The Time’s” advocacy of 

Nixon’s presidency and their employment as columnist of one of his top speech 

writers: “It was clearly a management decision, safely rooted in the Times concept of 

itself as ‘a newspaper of record,’ not advocacy – and when you’re in the business of 

recording history, you don’t declare war on the people who’re making it” (The Great 

Shark Hunt 343). 







